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Who we are

The Foundation for the Future was born from the 
vision of government and civic leaders in the MENA, 
the U.S. and Europe. They realized that democracy is 
essential for the region and that civic participation is 
a sine qua non for democracy. The Foundation was 
launched in November 2005 at the Second Forum 
for the Future.  FFF established its headquarters in 
Amman (Jordan) and started operating in 2007. FFF’s 
mandate stretches across the Middle East and North 
Africa, from Morocco to Pakistan. The Foundation is 
an independent, multilateral non-profit organization 
that supports civil society to foster democracy. 

Our Achievements

During the past five years, FFF has become a recognized regional actor. In some of its major 
achievements, the Foundation:

❚	 Established a network of contacts with over 1200 civil society organizations in the region.

❚	 Disbursed over USD 17 million in grants to civil society organizations.

❚	 Organized over 21 workshops for civic actors from 17 MENA countries assisting them to make a 
contribution to democracy and human rights.

❚	 Trained more than 200 participants in election monitoring and electoral campaigning.  

❚	 Established a website, which developed into a major source of knowledge on civil society 
development in the region. It had 67,424 page views in 2012, from 117 countries. 

❚	 Convened over 14 national, regional and global conferences with civic and political leaders and 
international experts on civil society development related to peace, democracy and democratic 
governance.   

FFF’s Role in the Democratic Transition of the MENA region

FFF seeks to make a unique contribution to transformation across the region. It responds proactively to 
the region’s burning need for inclusive and just democracy by strengthening civil society. It capitalizes 
on its legitimacy and comparative advantages and provides demand-driven, home-grown responses 
to the region’s needs. Thus, its impact is long-term and sustainable.

ABOUT THE FOUNDATION FOR THE FUTURE
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Why?

Since January 2011, the MENA region has undergone 
profound political change. This has resulted in new 
opportunities and risks for democratic development. As 
the Foundation for the Future entered its sixth year of 
operation, it decided to review and refocus its strategy. 
The Strategy 2018 aims to ensure that FFF responds to 
the transformations underway in the Arab world and to the 
changed needs of civil society across the wider region.

What?

The goal was to redefine and fine-tune the ‘strategic 
fit’ between the region’s burning needs and FFF’s 
strengths and capabilities. This Strategy 2018 defines 
how the Foundation for the Future will make an optimal 
contribution to the ongoing transformation in the MENA 
region by capitalizing on its accumulated strengths and 
achievements.

How?

This strategy, built on FFF’s previous strategic planning, 
benefitted from the expertise of the executive leadership 
of the Foundation. All members of the Board of Directors 
shared their insights and experience. Consultations with 
all staff members of the organization were also included. It 
also has drawn on the findings and recommendations of the 
detailed strategic evaluation conducted by an expert team 
in 2012, as well as on publications, reports and mapping 
produced by FFF.  Upon the invitation of the Government of 
Switzerland, representatives of donor countries discussed 
with the Board of Directors in Montreux (22-23 May 2013) 
the draft strategy to validate it.

What Next?

This Strategy reflects the commitment of FFF, both the 
Board of Directors and the staff, and the donor governments 
to continued support to civil society development in the 
MENA region. The Strategy 2018 will guide the Foundation 
for the Future in all its work over the next five years. It 
will serve as the basis for the Foundation’s strategic 
partnerships with donors and international stakeholders, 
as well as with civil society partners in the region. It will lay 
the framework for the Foundation’s Implementation Plan. 
It will inform the organizational, operational and financial 
plans of  FFF over the next five years. 

ABOUT THIS STRATEGY
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The Political Environment: Challenges, Threats, and Opportunities

The ‘Arab Spring’ is unfolding unpredictably. In countries that have undergone revolutionary change, 
the democratic transition is slow. People are realizing 
that there are no quick dividends, and that building 
democratic institutions takes time. Temporary setbacks 
are unavoidable. Democratization transition follows a 
zigzag rather than a linear course. 

Some MENA countries are trapped in violence. The 
ongoing struggle for power has triggered armed conflict 
in some countries and pushed others to civil war. In 
these societies, a rapid end to violence and building 
peace are the top priorities. 

Revolutionary fervor could still spill over to other MENA 
countries that so far remained untouched. MENA 
governments are acutely aware that none of them is 
immune from popular demands for dignity, political 
participation and social justice. Some governments are 
attempting to maintain their outdated systems of stability. 
Others are seeking more proactive engagement, and 
allowing new actors to join the political decision-making 
process. These different attitudes to change explain why 
democracy in the region is simultaneously advancing and retreating. 

The transition from autocracy to democracy is traditionally characterized by instability. Numerous 
long-term security threats prevalent in the region will worsen instability if they remain unaddressed. 
These include the rise of intolerance, tribalism, sectarianism and extremism, the inability of states to 
manage plurality and diversity, weak governance, the absence of transparency and accountability, 
a culture of militarization1 and finally civic unrest.2  Addressing these issues must be a priority for all 
MENA governments.

The region’s political uncertainty is exacerbated by socio-economic factors. The challenges and 
threats include social and political exclusion, high corruption, undiversified economies, and uneven 
human development. The 100 million people out of work across the region face a bleak economic 
future. With its youth bulge, the region is part of the demographic arc of instability. The median age in 
MENA is 25, compared to the low 40s in Europe, 39 in Russia, 37 in the U.S. and 35 in China.

Uncertainty of outcome is inherent to transitions. Yet, today there is hope that the interconnected 
challenges faced will persuade governments to opt for political pragmatism. So far autocratic 
governments viewed civil society actors as enemies and obstructed their initiatives. If the emerging 

1  Pakistan, Algeria and UAE are among the world’s top 10 arms importers. In Iraq 1.2 million men are “in uniform”; 60% 
of the armed forces is illiterate. In Egypt, 1.2 million are in either in the army or the police. 

2 In 2012, Tunisia had 1500 strikes and Egypt had 3500 protests; Jordan saw 7500 peaceful protests in the last two 
years. Citizens are demanding rights, accountability and democratic governance. If these demands are not heard but 
repressed, they risk developing into violence and conflict.

MENA: A REGION IN VOLATILE TRANSITION 

Some important facts

The Arab region has a population of 370 
million, of whom:

❚	 50% are under 25

❚	 100 million are unemployed

❚	 90 million are illiterate

❚	 14 million are refugees or internally 
displaced people

❚	 11 million are street children

❚	 47,000 of medical doctors and 
27% of PhDs emigrated to OECD 
countries.
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democratically elected governments understand the need to liberate and utilize the potential of 
civil society, this would enhance the chances of successful transitions. If other MENA governments 
took heed and expanded democratic and civic space without waiting for mass protests to spill over 
into violence, this would stabilize the region. A lasting solution to chronic instability and skewed 
development lies in democratic reform with active civic participation. 

MENA Civil Society in a Changing Environment

By December 2011, popular 
restlessness and dissatisfaction 
caused by corruption, abuse of 
power and economic injustice 
reached a peak. Civil society 
was able to transform this 
dissatisfaction into a pro-
democracy discourse and 
agenda. In some countries, 
notably, Tunisia, Egypt and 
Libya, autocrats were toppled 
and governments were 
changed primarily by informal 
peoples’ movements. Many 
MENA countries have not yet 
undertaken overt democratic 
reform. Nevertheless, civil 
society actors in these countries 
have watched developments, 
and become more mobilized. 

Civil society, both unorganized and organized, has demonstrated that it is an instrumental positive 
force in the region. Most pro-democracy civic activity was non-violent and cooperative. It united people 
across religious, class, ethnic and age divides. It was only when some governments responded with 
disproportionate force that some sections of civil society armed themselves. It is also important to 
underline that civil society has remained largely secular and progressive. Syria’s prolonged war has 
raised concerns of the radicalization of armed groups and potentially of civil society as well. However, 
our close analysis and interactions across the region confirm that civil society in the region as a whole 
is opposed to extremism and has a progressive vision. 

Civil society organizations have mushroomed since the Arab Spring began. In Tunisia alone an 
estimated 5,000 new NGOs and Community Based Organizations (CBOs) have been established 
since the January 2011 revolution. In Libya, more than 1000 new organizations have filed applications 
for registration in the same period. In other countries like Morocco and Jordan citizen groups and 
NGOs have joined forces to create informal coalitions. Many are promoting constitutional reform, and 
improvising and backing reform agendas through intense online campaigning. 

In reaction to the Arab spring, some MENA governments have tried to further restrict the space for 
civil society. New legislation makes it difficult for CSOs to access funding or international expertise. 

FOUNDATION FOR THE FUTURE STRATEGY 2013-2018
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With the rise of extremism 
and the penetration of 
armed and well-funded 
Jihadists into the region’s 
conflicts, governments are 
understandably concerned 
about controlling these 
groups. However, in 
the guise of controlling 
terrorist or anti-national 
activity, CSOs are being 
curtailed. Recently, both 
Egypt and Libya further 
entrenched legislation with 
adverse affects for CSOs. 
In some countries, civil 
society activists have been 
targeted, and threatened. 
In some countries, they 
have been either unfairly 

prosecuted, detained without charge, or denied free and fair trial. 

This reflects a failure of governments, including newly democratic or reforming ones, to understand 
the positive contributions of civil society. They haven’t realized that the successful management of 
the region’s political, social and economic challenges requires more, not less, civil society. MENA 
governments have the choice: they can seek help from civil society, or they can try to shoulder the 
burden alone. If they choose the latter, they are unlikely to respond fast enough to the people’s 
demands. Instead of harnessing change, they risk being overwhelmed by it.

Consequently, civil society has experienced advances as well as setbacks since the Arab Spring, not 
only in transition countries but also across MENA. While it is being beaten back in some places, it 
is rising to the top of the power pyramid in others. Some civil society leaders and opposition figures 
have moved into leading government positions as heads of states or governments, ministers, and 
chiefs of intelligence services. Their 
insider knowledge of and belonging to 
civil society creates an unprecedented 
opportunity to shape constructive civic-
political relationships. 

A positive sign is that a new generation 
of younger leaders is entering the civil 
society scene. They bring with them 
advanced education, fresh ideas, and 
a cooperative spirit. They are also 
more ready to collaborate, create 
networks across borders, and use new 
technologies to overcome bureaucratic 
and logistical obstacles. This has 
created a new image for civil society 

MENA: A REGION IN VOLATILE TRANSITION
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leadership. Civil society is becoming 
younger and more diverse. 

In this fast changing environment not 
only do governments need to reconsider 
their role and policy positions, but so 
too do civil society actors. CSOs are 
discovering that criticism and protests 
alone do not effect political change or 
create new social values. Civil society 
finds itself obliged to assume a new 
role. This demands a considerable 
level of professionalism, which many 
lack. It also requires the ability to 
adapt the competencies of civil society 
organizations to the requirements of 
building peace and shaping democratic 
institutions in the region.   

Civil society’s role will keep growing across MENA. Recent experience indicates that CSOs in 
the Middle East and North Africa can and will continue to contribute vitally to shaping a collective 
democratic mindset. They are promoting common values with wider appeal than political ideologies. 
They are making citizens aware of both their duties and their rights. They are powerful voices for the 
marginalized and the less powerful. They are courageous opponents of repression.

The MENA region is heterogeneous.  Yet, many of its needs are homogenous, such as the need to 
expand democratic and civic space. Without a dynamic civil society, democracy will be unattainable. 
Civil society in the Middle East and North Africa urgently needs tailor-made and culturally sensitive 
support to professionalize and strengthen its capacity. Governments need to understand civil society’s 
potential and forge mutually beneficial alliances. And international stakeholders need to encourage 
and support both civic and governmental actors to deepen civic and democratic space. Otherwise, the 
democratic transition will stagnate and might even regress with negative consequences far beyond 
the region.

Three Priority Needs

Recent developments in the MENA region have highlighted three urgent needs:

Integration of youth

A majority of those involved in the uprisings were aged 30 years and below. They took to the streets 
to claim the missed opportunities they have not had. Youth are demanding decent and affordable 
education, jobs, rights and freedoms. This age group ignited and pushed forward the change. Yet, the 
actual changes delivered by governments are far from responding adequately to their demands and 
needs. Youth risk being relegated to a passive, subordinate role in governance. If youth continue to 
be marginalized, they will transform their dissatisfaction into more violence. Thus, civic education of 
youth and their political and economic integration will be critical for a successful democratic transition. 

FOUNDATION FOR THE FUTURE STRATEGY 2013-2018
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Integration of women 

Women participated actively in the Arab Spring, but still 
remain largely excluded from governance. In Egypt, their 
representation in the parliament has dropped to a historic 
level. Women are almost entirely absent in the transitional 
authorities in Libya or Yemen. Across the region, violence 
against women is rising. Women attending protests are being 
targeted. It is essential to stem violence against women and 
address gender inequalities. Democratic transitions cannot 
succeed without the political and economic integration of 
women. 

Accepting diversity 

The Arab Spring has mobilized people from different 
backgrounds and across a broad spectrum of affiliations. 
Yet, regional trends point to a depreciation of diversity.   
Tribalism, sectarianism, intolerance, and ideological 
divergence are on the rise.  This contrasts with the declared 
objective of democracy to protect the rights and dignity of every citizen. Spiraling sectarian violence in 
long-democratic Pakistan, and recently democratized Iraq and Afghanistan are worrying indications. 
Democratic reform has to be systematically accompanied by social and cultural inclusion and respect 
for diversity. The region is a complex mosaic of cultural and religious diversity and coexistence is 
inevitable. A peaceful future will depend, therefore, on diversity being considered a vital asset, and 
ethical values of tolerance and respect being inculcated in politics and society alike.

MENA: A REGION IN VOLATILE TRANSITION
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This analysis of a changing MENA context enables us to redefine our Vision, Mission and Values. 
We do so both respecting our origins and responding proactively to new changes in our environment. 

Our Vision

Our vision is a Middle East and North Africa region that enjoys inclusive democracy and just peace, 
enriched by all its diverse peoples and cultures. We envision a region where women and men, youth 
and elderly, minorities and majorities, rulers and ruled, are equal partners in shaping governance and 
ensuring the wellbeing of all citizens. 

In our vision, the Foundation for the Future is the leading organization fostering democratic and civic 
space in the Middle East and North Africa. We are regarded as dynamic and professional, and are 
trusted by our local, regional and international stakeholders. 

Our Mission  

Our mission is to foster democratic and civic space across the wider Middle East and North Africa 
region. We fulfill our mission by strengthening civil society organizations, and building bridges between 
civil society, MENA governments and international development actors.

Our Values and Principles

There are values which we consider essential for advancing peace and democracy in the Middle East 
and North Africa. We believe in ‘practicing what we preach’. We aspire to embody and promote these 
values through our work. Thus, we support civil society organizations that promote democratic values 
and uphold the values and principles we endorse and embody. 

OUR VISION, MISSION, VALUES 

Values

❚	 Justice

❚	 Dignity

❚	 Inclusiveness

❚	 Diversity

❚	 Equality

❚	 Solidarity

Principles

❚	 Independence

❚	 Fairness

❚	 Transparency

❚	 Accountability 
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A close analysis of the Foundation’s work over the past five years reveals several strengths, which 
result in a number of comparative advantages in relation to other organizations operating in the region. 
These include:

❚	 High acceptance, credibility and impact: The organization enjoys high credibility in MENA 
for its active support to civil society. This expertise was developed well before the beginning of 
the Arab Spring, often under adverse conditions, and expanded since then. FFF has created a 
broad network of contacts, with more than 1200 CSOs across the region. It conducts evaluations 
of projects rapidly and at low cost to assess real impact. These factors have contributed to its 
credibility.

❚	 Broad political support: FFF is in the privileged position of enjoying a Trans-Atlantic spectrum 
of political support. Since its foundation, FFF has had political support from progressive 
governments and donors in the MENA region, Europe and U.S. In addition it has support from 
opinion leaders, media and scholars across the region. This enables FFF to have access to and 
influence on decision makers in the region and internationally. 

❚	 Unique sub-grant experience: FFF has developed broad expertise in sub-granting, grounded 
in its familiarity with the local operating context. It has become a clearinghouse for CSO grant 
applications, receiving over 1,100 since 2007. It has acquired the capacity to identify and nurture 
the most promising civil society initiatives. Its demand-driven, tailor-made grant-making style is 
particularly adapted to the complex civil society context in MENA. It is deeply appreciated by its 
grantees, and widely regarded as a highly efficient local grant-maker. 

❚	 CSO capacity building: FFF has been willing and able to understand, diagnose and respond to 
the weaknesses of CSOs in the region through capacity building, coaching and mentoring. FFF 
has trained CSOs in the MENA region to professionalize their structures and operations. It has 
also trained them to be effective advocates for policy change and civic rights.  

❚	 High commitment: One of the organization’s major assets is the high level of engagement of its 
staff and leadership. Both experienced and young experts from across the region are drawn to 
FFF’s mission, and the staff is thus dynamic and committed. The Board of Directors, comprising 
regional and international personalities, is deeply engaged in guiding and supervising FFF’s 
mission. 

Constraints and Challenges 

FFF faces certain challenges and constraints emerging from its environment, mandate and operations. 
These can be grouped into three separate sets: 

1.  The Operating Environment in MENA Region

FFF’s ability to assist civil society is dependent on the complex and changing governance environment 
in the region. Constraints in the governance environment include:

❚	 Dynamic political context: The political climate in the region is marked by high volatility, which 
makes the operating environment for FFF and the CSOs it supports often unpredictable and risky.

COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGES AND CHALLENGES
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❚	 Government restrictions: MENA 
governments have a past record 
of imposing tight restrictions on 
CSOs, including on the choice 
of their board members. In the 
wake of the Arab Spring, several 
MENA governments have chosen 
to tighten legislation even further, 
making it harder for CSOs to 
access funding or develop 
international contacts. These 
restrictions stifle and cripple 
CSOs.

❚	 Resistance to Change: Despite 
calls for increased interaction 
between governments and 
civil society, several MENA 
governments resist change. They still see CSOs as threats not allies. Such perceptions also 
obstruct basic access to information related to public policies, without which civil society is unable 
to join the governance discussion.

2.  Weaknesses of CSOs in the region

CBOs have mushroomed since the Arab Spring, but many of them suffer from serious weaknesses: 

❚	 Weak management: While several established CSOs are very professional, many newer CSOs 
lack basic management skills and capabilities. They operate like informal ‘family businesses’ 
and lack elementary training for managing projects. This results in weak transparency and 
accountability and reduces their ability to attract funding. CSOs are keen to become professional 
but need capacity building, and financial support to learn how to do so. 

❚	 Unequal quality and commitment: CSOs show varying degrees of commitments. Alongside 
courageous and committed established CSOs, the availability of funding for civil society has 
facilitated the emergence of  “fake CSOs”, which are set up for the only purpose of attracting 
funds. There is a serious need to distinguish the serious and deserving CSOs from the name-
sake ones, so that donors and the public are not misled.

❚	 Insufficient independence: While in some MENA countries CSOs enjoy independence, in 
some others their independence exists only partly, if at all. Some governments still try to co-opt 
or control CSOs. CSOs now need to learn how to become genuinely independent.

❚	 Fragmentation: Because civil society activists and organizations have not been able to connect 
with each other, civil society is highly fragmented. This limits information-sharing and the 
development of alliances and hence reduces the overall-impact of civil society. It also carries high 
transaction costs for donors. In order to strengthen the resilience of CSOs, their inter-connectivity 
must be increased.

FOUNDATION FOR THE FUTURE STRATEGY 2013-2018
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3.  Internal organizational challenges

While FFF has many comparative advantages, it also suffers from a number of internal challenges. 
The most important ones are: 

❚	 Insufficient Funding: FFF’s has spent the generous initial endowment for grants and activities. In 
absence of new long-term commitments from donors, FFF’s operational capital is shrinking fast 
and will be depleted by the end of 2013. This raises questions about the long-term sustainability 
of the Foundation at a time, when the demand and need for its support to civil society is on sharp 
increase. 

❚	 Inadequate staff capacity: Resource limitations have prevented the organization from hiring more 
staff in order to respond adequately to the needs of civil society in the Arab Spring. As a result, 
FFF is today overstretched and inadequately staffed to fulfill its mandate. FFF’s inability to issue 
long term-contracts, as a consequence of its financial constraints, has led to increased staff 
turnover. This in turn has raised the transactional costs for FFF. 

❚	 Inadequate investment in staff training: FFF staff are heavily engaged in providing mentoring and 
coaching to civil society partners and grantees. Yet, there is a lack of resources to provide training 
and coaching to FFF’s own staff and to prepare them sufficiently for their work in sometimes 
dangerous environments.

❚	 Insufficient regional coverage: Due to financial constraints, FFF has not been able to meet its 
objective of opening offices across the region. Besides its Headquarters in Amman (15 staff), FFF 
maintains sub-offices only in Tunis (2 staff) and in Libya (1 staff). For an enhanced impact, FFF 
needs to increase its regional coverage and ensure a presence on the ground in each country.

COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGES AND CHALLENGES
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STRATEGIC CHOICES

Rationale for the New Direction: 

The strategic analysis of the region 
underscores FFF’s conviction that 
positive synergies between state and 
civil society improves the quality of 
governance and human development. 

The new direction adopted in this 
strategy is underpinned by the 
following observations emerging from 
the regional analysis:

❚	 The quantitative and qualitative 
development of CSOs since the 
Arab Spring.

❚	 The new characteristics of CSOs. 
The opening of new avenues for 
civic participation

❚	 Constraints  on CSOs by 
governments and the acute need for enabling environments.

❚	 The vital need for mutually beneficial alliances between civil society, governments and international 
stakeholders to deepen civic and democratic space.

Strategic Choices

A Strategy implies that tough choices must be made. FFF operates in a region in turbulence and 
transformation. It also confronts the reality of a tightened financial environment in a busy and 
competitive market place. Yet, this is a time when the region has a growing need for FFF’s services. 
This is the right time to make strategic choices to ‘do better what it does best’. Furthermore, FFF sees 
adversity as a source of creativity. Fewer resources imply the necessity to make better use of what is 
available to have greater impact. This is FFF’s intention in Strategy 2018, and beyond. The strategic 
choices FFF has made are guided consequently by three preoccupations: better responding to our 
stakeholders’ needs; respecting our mandate; and expanding creatively in response to the region’s 
needs. 

1.  Responding to the Needs of our Stakeholders

FFF’s first strategic choice is a consequent customer orientation. We seek to respond directly to the 
needs of our three most important sets of stakeholders. They are:  

❚	 Civil society organizations: They need our help in capacity building and networking to be more 
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effective in deepening democracy in the region.

❚	 MENA Governments: They need our help to recognize the benefits of CSOs and to create 
enabling environments for them. 

❚	 International donors: They need our help in identifying trustworthy local partners; and reliable 
delivery mechanisms for their funds. Donors wish to reduce waste and duplication, to minimize 
effort and cost of disbursing funds  and to maximize impact. 

The three priority objectives chosen by FFF reflect our decision to respond directly to the needs of our 
customers, thus contributing to the region’s most pressing needs.  

2.  Abiding by our Founding Vision and Mandate

The second strategic choice is to maintain and deepen those activities, which are in line with our founding 
mandate and where we have demonstrated our 
strength. 

FFF is built on a clear and compelling vision. The 
founders saw the need for a regionally based, 
endogenous foundation with substantial grant 
making resources and capabilities. They realized 
the inherent paradox: The region desperately 
needed external financial support and expertise to 
democratize. Yet, governments in the region would 
not appreciate foreign funds directly channeled to 
domestic civil society organizations to promote 
democracy. The need for a trusted, credible 
endogenous organization as an intermediary was 
evident. This is what FFF’s charter provided for. 
With the unfolding of the Arab Spring, the need for 
it has even grown further. 

In keeping with the provisions of its charter, FFF thus has revitalized its vision, mission and strategic 
priorities. Consequently, FFF will strengthen its niche activity as the leading endogenous CSO sub-
grant making and capacity building organization to promote democracy in the region. 

3.  Creative Expansion of Activities 

The third strategic choice is to creatively expand the scope of our activities in order to assist democratic 
transition. MENA governments need help for shaping enabling environments for CSOs. Thus, strategic 
partnerships and mutually beneficial alliances with them are necessary. Otherwise, there is a risk that 
governments will curtail CSO activity and short-circuit their own democratic reforms. It is equally 
important to build bridges between CSOs, MENA governments and international stakeholders. What 
is needed for democratic space to grow is a trilateral cooperation between CSOs, MENA governments 
and international development assistance organizations. That is why FFF’s Strategy 2018 has chosen 
to support such a trilateral cooperation by expanding its activities.

STRATEGIC CHOICE
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STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 2013-2018

Based on the Strategic analysis, FFF has redefined its Strategic Priorities for 2013 to 2018. FFF will 
adapt its strategic goals in order to responding to the needs of its three sets of stakeholders – civil 
society, MENA governments and international actors. By focusing on these three strategic priorities 
FFF will accompany the political and social transformations in the MENA region and make an optimal 
contribution to sustainable democratic development.

FFF’s Strategy 2018 builds on its comparative advantages, notably, two unique assets: 

❚	 FFF’s broad political support is reflected in the transatlantic alliance that constitutes it and in 
which governmental and non-governmental representatives work together to support civil society 
and democratization in the region.

❚	 FFF’s sub-granting capacity allows effective and efficient capacity development initiatives 
across the entire region. 

Responding to the most urgent needs of the Arab Transformation, our strategic priorities aim at 
delivering value to our three most important stakeholders:

❚	 Civil Society Organizations in the MENA region: We will develop the capacity and competencies 
of emerging and established civil society organizations as agents of change, enhancing their 
capacity to advance peaceful democratic transition in the region.

❚	 Governments and Parliaments in the MENA region: We will support a sustainable and enabling 
environment for civil society through our work with state institutions. Our dialogue with states shall 
help promote an understanding that values the social, political and economic contribution civil 
society can make in the MENA region.  We shall also develop and expand our advisory services 
to assist states. We will help in reviewing their legislative framework, based on best practice, in 
order to set up a regulatory environment in which civil society can prosper.

❚	 International Development Actors: We will build bridges between civil society organizations in 
the MENA region and international actors through platforms for dialogue and exchange. We will 
also develop and expand our advisory services for international development actors who seek 
to assist, bilaterally or multilaterally, the development of civil society and democratic transition in 
the region. 
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Strengthen Civil SoCiety aS agentS of 
DemoCratiC Change

Strategic Priority 1

There is a strong need to support and nurture civil society 
organizations as agents of democratic change. This is of vital 
importance in order to anchor democracy in the region. Civil society 
has emerged as a decisive actor in democratic governance. It is 
of outmost importance that CSOs are strengthened to become 

innovative partners of governance at local, national, regional, and international levels. They can 
contribute to qualitative governance. They constitute an indispensible partner for state institutions, 
and even more so in countries where state services suffer from economic pressure. Professional 
and sustainable civil society organizations can also act to counterbalance state domination in certain 
areas. They ensure higher levels of transparency and accountability in Government, which in turn 
reinforces the integrity and credibility of state officials and institutions. 

This priority lies at the core of FFF and will remain the primary objective of FFF. The four focus 
areas listed below mutually reinforce each other and help develop, consolidate, and link new and 
established CSOs in the region with each other.

  Mapping a rapidly transforming civil society

As the transformation of the MENA region progresses, the civil society landscape changes rapidly. 
Since its establishment, FFF has endeavored to provide a reliable mapping of civil society in the MENA 
region. It also tries to diagnose the absorption capacity and competencies of civil society organizations. 
This work is essential for the operational implementation of projects and programmes and forms 
the basis for civil society development. FFF will hence continue to collect, analyze and disseminate 
baseline data on MENA civil society through databases and publications.  Such information will inform 
the selection, design, and implementation of initiatives. 

  Develop the capacity of civil society organizations

Many of the newly emerging civil society organization lack the capacity and training to act in a 
sustainable and effective way. FFF has particular skills in coaching and capacity-development of 
nascent civil organizations. It will expand its capacity-development and coaching activities during 
the strategy period. More specifically, it is essential for FFF to ensure that civil society organizations 
are accountable and professional in the exercise of their activities, as well as in the management of 
their organizations. FFF will support CSOs through the establishment of best practices, accountability 
mechanisms, and peer-supervision tools. 

It will also assist organizational development of CSOs through appropriate training to improve their 
internal governance and accountability. Some specific training needs of CSOs that FFF will seek have 
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address are:  the compilation and presentation of data; the management of relations with government 
and parliament; negotiation and advocacy techniques; techniques for public opinion mobilization

  Enhance operational impact through grants 

FFF will enhance the operational impact of CSOs through tailored and demand-driven sub-granting. 
Sub-granting mechanisms will target both new and established organizations according to their 
estimated impact. FFF will build further on its distinct comparative advantage in grant making to civil 
society. Over the five-year period ahead, FFF will fine-tune the modalities of grant making in order to 
adjust them to ongoing political and social changes. Dependent on the availability of funds, FFF will 
expand its sub-granting capabilities in the following areas:

❚	 Seed grants to nascent organizations in an early stage of operations, which may help lay the 
foundations for viable organizations.

❚	 Award programs for civil society organizations who deserve public recognition for outstanding 
contribution. 

❚	 Thematic calls for grants.

Strengthen gender equality and reduce gender violence 
through civil society 

Since the beginning of its activities FFF has addressed through its projects core issues of gender 
equality, political participation of women, and the reduction of violence against women. This Strategic 
Analysis highlights that women are even more targeted and marginalized since the Arab Spring. 
FFF will devote particular attention to strengthening the capacity of civil society to advocate for and 
achieve enhanced political participation for women and gender equality and reduced gender violence. 
It will expand support women’s CSOs, and help them to connect with each other to share strategies 
and be more effective.

Develop networks to maximize impact

Civil society organizations in MENA have had few opportunities to connect and cooperate with 
each other, and thus remain disconnected and isolated. Some are even seen as individualistic 
and competitive. In order to be more effective and increase their impact, civil society organizations 
must enhance their ability to network and form coalitions. Networks also help avoid duplication and 
therefore are a useful instrument to make effective use of limited resources. FFF will actively promote 
and support the establishing of networks and platforms for knowledge sharing. This will also offer a 
supportive and mentoring milieu to nascent organizations. FFF will help civil society organizations 
understand the need for participating in networks, and build their capacity to do so at local, national 
and regional level. 
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 aSSiSt mena StateS to ProviDe a ConDuCive 
environment

Strategic Priority 2

State institutions are the protectors and caretakers of a healthy 
and functioning environment for civil society. While some states 
have chosen to restrict civil society organizations and mobilization, 
others have chosen to enable, promote, and expand the civic and 
democratic space. In other cases there is a genuine will to establish 

and develop a conducive environment for civil society but the technical expertise and knowledge is 
lacking. Hence, acts or practices of both commission and omission by state institutions can impact on 
civil society. 

FFF will engage strategically with government, parliaments, and political leaders to encourage and 
assist them to provide enabling environments for CSOs. This should help ensure that the investments 
made by international stakeholders in CSOs are not undercut by a shrinking of civic space. FFF will 
further encourage states to protect CSOs and strengthen democracy in the region. FFF’s Strategy 
2018 proposes a focus on three areas, each of which should contribute to the establishment of an 
enabling environment for civil society. 

  Mapping of the Environment 

A mapping of the various national operating environments, including the regulatory frameworks in each 
MENA country, is important to understand the trends of and opportunities for civil society development 
in the region. Civil society organizations, MENA governments and international stakeholders need to 
understand how the operating environment for civil society evolves and how national legislative and 
regulatory frameworks impact on it. 

FFF thus will monitor these trends.  It will identify partners for monitoring, analyzing and reporting 
on national and regional changes in the operating environment for CSOs. This should assist CSOs, 
donors, policy makers, and scholars with valuable up-to-date knowledge about the development of 
political, democratic, and civic space in the region. 

Encourage National Dialogue to Expand Civic and Democratic 
Space

At present there is a vital need to engage in inclusive national dialogue in all MENA countries so 
that citizens and government officials can jointly discuss, evaluate and shape their democratic 
development. Drawing on its past experience in including government leaders and parliamentarians 
in conferences and events, FFF will try to encourage and shape such national dialogue processes. 
The mapping exercise will provide vital information for these national dialogues. The mapping will, for 
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example, distill and disseminate best practices and lessons learned, so that other states in the region 
can draw inspiration from them. These best practices from other states will be introduced into the 
dialogue, so that they can be discussed, adapted and implemented by governments. These dialogues 
will promote  productive state-civil interactions, and help state actors appreciate the contributions of 
civil society to democracy.  They will also help shape positive national attitudes to civil society. 

Advisory services and technical assistance to build enabling 
environments 

FFF will provide advisory services to governments, parliaments and political leaders to help them 
recognize the added value of effective and efficient CSOs. FFF will develop and offer technical 
expertise to states willing to expand civic and democratic space with. The mapping exercise of 
enabling environments will be of particular value here. It will help FFF identify areas of required 
assistance in each country, and enable it to fine-tune its offering to the needs and political sensitivities 
of each national environment. 

The advisory services and technical assistance offered to willing states would include: 

❚	 assistance in reviewing policy and legislative frameworks; 

❚	 sharing of best practices and lessons learned from other states; 

❚	 appropriate draft legislation; 

❚	 institutional development to enhance communication and interaction with civil society. 

❚	 training packages for state officials to better understand civil society and its contributions.
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COOPERATE WITH INTERNATIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS

Strategic Priority 3

Non-governmental organizations, governments in the MENA 
region, and international stakeholders need to act hand in hand 
in order to advance the development of civil society and thus 
expand democratic space. This requires mutual understanding and 
appreciation of each other’s roles. Both MENA governments and 

MENA CSOs need the partnership and support of concerned international stakeholders. They, for 
their part, also have a stake in healthy civic and democratic development in MENA. However, all three 
sets of actors need to comprehend each other better. MENA states need to overcome their suspicion 
of international motives. MENA civil society has to resist the tendency to become overly dependent 
on external funding and agendas and demonstrate its independence. International actors need to 
understand the complexities, differences, and sensitivities of the diverse countries and contexts in the 
region. Capitalizing on its credibility FFF is ideally placed to play the role of a bridge builder between 
these three sets of stakeholders to help them develop this understanding and appreciation of each 
other.

Through its extensive civil society mapping FFF knows the civic terrain in the MENA region intimately. 
Through its interactive grant activities and projects, FFF has unmatched expertise in identifying 
competent and trustworthy CSOs and in strengthening civil society capabilities across the region. This 
knowledge and experience can now be shared more purposefully with its international stakeholders. 
This would help donors to identify competent, reliable and trusted civil society worthy of receiving 
funds and capable of absorbing them and reporting transparently on them. It will help bilateral and 
multilateral organizations find reliable CSO partners in the volatile MENA region with whom they could 
collaborate to forward shared objectives. 

Developing a knowledge and resource hub on MENA civil 
society 

FFF will shortly launch a regional knowledge hub for civil society development. This aims to be a one-
stop-shop for all relevant information on civil society development. This knowledge hub will facilitate 
the exchange and discussion on different aspects of civil society in the MENA region. It shall also 
provide an overview of tools and resources, training offers and funding opportunities that donors 
make available to civil society organizations. It shall eventually also provide an updated mapping of 
MENA organizations seeking to expand the civic and democratic space in the MENA region. FFF is 
partnering with suitable organizations to prepare this launch. 
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Developing and Promoting a Forum for Dialogue and Learning 

FFF is also seeking to develop and promote a Forum for regular dialogue and learning between MENA 
civil society organizations, international development actors and MENA governments at local, national, 
regional, and international levels. It will convene them together for regular exchanges on visions and 
perceptions, and for sharing ideas. FFF will build platforms amongst the various stakeholders for 
exploring opportunities for training and for developing joint or complementary programs.

This Forum will not only give a voice to civil society in regional and international discussions, but they 
shall also provide a platform for sharing experiences and best practices. This would help inform policy 
decisions by international development actors. 

Developing Advisory Services for civil society development 
assistance   

In cooperation with regional and international partners, FFF is developing an institutionalized advisory 
capacity for international stakeholders interested in civil society development in the MENA region. 

This advisory capacity will  include a range of services, such as: 

❚	 assistance in identifying capable, reliable and trusted civil society partners; 

❚	 assistance in the design and implementation of sustainable partnership programs; 

❚	 technical assistance in  monitoring and evaluation of local partners and projects;

❚	 assistance in gauging the legal and operational context in diverse countries in the region;

❚	 risk assessment for different countries and contexts. 

FFF shall also seek to develop, regional standards (codes of conduct, agreed standards) for 
enhanced accountability. For this it will work in partnership with donor governments and civil society 
organizations. FFF and civil society organizations will also examine options for using independent 
third-party verification to measure conformity with such standards. 

Sub-Granting Facilities    

Building on its expertise and trustworthiness as a grant making organization, FFF will offer this facility 
to major donors seeking to develop civil societies in MENA. It would offer to receive substantial funds 
from donors and to disburse these funds to deserving, vetted CSOs, using its best practices. Thus 
donors will benefit from having a local partner to make these sub-grants to local CSOs in a highly 
efficient, transparent and accountable fashion. This will reduce duplication and replication. It will limit 
paperwork, bureaucracy and administrative costs for donors, while multiplying impact.
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IMPLICATIONS OF STRATEGY 2018

The Strategy 2018 lays out, at a challenging time, an ambitious programme for a volatile region. There 
are three implications of our choices, which will also be critical for success:

❚	 Strategic Partnerships are necessary for 
implementing the Strategy 2018. It will need a new 
set of mutually beneficial relationships between 
states, civil society and international stakeholders, 
who see themselves as working towards common 
goals and not at cross-purposes. For FFF, it implies 
the need for new collaborative arrangements and 
partnerships with all actors concerned.

❚	 Strategic Dialogue: Strategic partnerships need to 
be underpinned by a sustained Strategic Dialogue, 
which involves all key stakeholders at the strategic 
level. It should aim at deepening the understanding 
of the development of democratic space and the 
evolving needs of civil society and help find shared 
solutions to common problems. 

❚	 Long Term Investment by Donors: Implementing the Strategy 2018 requires the continued 
trust and confidence of donors and their long-term commitment to invest into the development 
of the Foundation and its activities. Only if donors are willing to commit funding in the longer 
term, the Foundation will be able to expand its programmes and attract and develop the human 
resources necessary for transforming its vision into reality. Short-term project funding will not 
suffice. Short-term project cycles increase the transactional costs for FFF and undermine the 
organizational development of FFF and CSOs alike.

The Foundation will exercise 
the widest possible flexibility in 

its activities. It will seek to draw on 
reformers in the MENA region and their 
ideas, and recognize the creativity of 
governments as they encourage civil 
society organizations to join them in 
strengthening democratic 
process and institutions.

(See: charter of the Foundation for the Future)










